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Joseph Smith, Gethsemane,
and the Crucifixion
of Jesus Christ
John Hilton III

The Savior’s Atonement is central to the theology of The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The Prophet Joseph Smith wrote,
“We believe that through the atonement of Christ all mankind may
be saved by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.”1
On another occasion, he revealed that those inheriting the celestial
kingdom are “made perfect through Jesus the mediator of the new
covenant, who wrought out this perfect atonement through the shedding of his own blood” (Doctrine and Covenants 76:69).
The specific phrase “perfect atonement through the shedding
of his own blood” is unique to this revelation and perhaps ambiguous in its reference to a specific location or act in the Savior’s atoning sacrifice. While some members of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints (herein referred to as the Church) might immediately locate such an event in Gethsemane, others would place it on
the cross—and some might suggest both.
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Curious to see which aspect of Christ’s Atonement his students
would emphasize, a BYU professor asked his students this question:
“Where would you say the Atonement mostly took place? A. In the
Garden of Gethsemane. B. On the Cross at Calvary.” Approximately
750 students responded to this survey; 88 percent answered “In the
Garden of Gethsemane,” and 12 percent indicated “On the Cross at
Calvary.”2 While certainly not a scientific study, these data suggest
that many members of the Church believe Gethsemane is the most
important location in the Savior’s atoning sacrifice.
Perhaps this fact is not surprising given the powerful prose Elder
James E. Talmage wrote regarding Gethsemane in Jesus the Christ3
or Elder Bruce R. McConkie’s memorable last conference talk, “The
Purifying Power of Gethsemane.”4 While they both spoke of the
importance of Christ’s Crucifixion, their words regarding Gethsemane
were particularly striking. The lack of Crucifixion imagery in chapels
may also contribute to an emphasis on Gethsemane.5 An additional
reason for a focus on Gethsemane is that three prominent Church
leaders—Joseph Fielding Smith, Marion G. Romney, and Bruce R.
McConkie—occasionally gave preeminence to Gethsemane. For
example, in a general conference talk delivered in 1953, Romney (then
a member of the Quorum of the Twelve) said, “Jesus then went into
the Garden of Gethsemane. There he suffered most. He suffered
greatly on the cross, of course, but other men had died by crucifixion;
in fact, a man hung on either side of him as he died on the cross.”6
Such teachings were taken up in curriculum materials or publications such as the noncanonical but influential Encyclopedia of
Mormonism, which states, “For Latter-day Saints, Gethsemane was
the scene of Jesus’ greatest agony, even surpassing that which he suffered on the cross.”7 Several scholars have noticed the Latter-day Saint
emphasis on Gethsemane. Protestant theologian and scholar Douglas
J. Davies argues that Church leaders have emphasized Gethsemane
“to parallel and perhaps even to predominate over the crucifixion of
Calvary as the prime scene of the act of atonement.”8 Davies writes
elsewhere that “Mormonism relocates the centre of gravity of Christ’s
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passion in Gethsemane rather than upon the cross and Calvary.”9
John G. Turner, another Protestant scholar of the Church, explains
that for Latter-day Saints “the principal scene of Christ’s suffering
and, thus, his atonement, was at Gethsemane rather than on the
cross.”10 These statements indicate that non–Latter-day Saint scholars see Gethsemane as having a distinctive theological place in our
tradition.
Latter-day Saint scholars have made similar observations. For
example, Robert Millet writes, “Because we had come to know, through
the Book of Mormon and Doctrine and Covenants, concerning the
purposes for the Master’s pains in the Garden, we seem to have begun
to place a greater stress upon Gethsemane than upon the cross.”11
Where does this greater stress on Gethsemane come from? The Bible?
Restoration scripture? The collective voice of modern prophets?
While previous studies have clarified what the Bible, the Book
of Mormon, and Church leaders after Joseph Smith have taught
regarding Gethsemane and the Crucifixion,12 to date there has
been no specific examination of Joseph’s revelations and teachings
on Gethsemane and Calvary. The purpose of this study is to identify what the Prophet taught and revealed about these locations and
whether his teachings focus on the soteriological value of one more
than another.
After briefly reviewing previous studies regarding what the scriptures and Church leaders after Joseph Smith have taught regarding
Gethsemane and Calvary, I will survey three sources from Joseph
Smith’s teachings and revelations: first, his revelations as given in the
Doctrine and Covenants; second, inspired adjustments he made in
his Bible translation; and third, his writings and sermons.

Teachings from the Bible, the Book of
Mormon, and Church Leaders13
The New Testament emphasizes Calvary significantly more than
Gethsemane. While the Synoptic Gospels provide a narrative account
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of Christ’s prayers in Gethsemane, they make no explicit mention of
any salvific importance related to this event, and John does not even
mention Christ’s suffering in Gethsemane. In contrast, the New
Testament includes at least twenty-one passages that connect Christ’s
death with our salvation.14 For example, Paul taught that Christ “died
for us, that . . . we should live together with him” (1 Thessalonians 5:10).
The Book of Mormon likewise emphasizes the importance of the
Crucifixion. Only one passage, Mosiah 3:7, makes a clear textual connection between our salvation and Gethsemane with its discussion of
Christ bleeding from every pore because of his anguish for our sins.
In contrast, eighteen Book of Mormon passages specifically describe
the salvific power of the death of Christ.15 For example, Nephi saw in
vision Christ “lifted up upon the cross and slain for the sins of the world”
(1 Nephi 11:33; emphasis added throughout). Abinadi proclaimed,
“These are they whose sins he has borne; these are they for whom he has
died, to redeem them from their transgressions” (Mosiah 15:12). Samuel
the Lamanite declared, “[Christ] surely must die, that salvation may
come; . . . this death . . . redeemeth all mankind” (Helaman 14:15–16).
The Savior himself said at the temple in Bountiful, “Come forth . . .
that ye may know that I . . . have been slain for the sins of the world”
(3 Nephi 11:14).
Research has shown that modern Church leaders have mirrored
this scriptural emphasis on Christ’s Crucifixion: across a corpus of
talks in the Journal of Discourses and published general conference
reports from 1897 to 2018, for each reference by Church leaders to
Christ suffering for our sins in Gethsemane, more than five speak of
him dying for our sins.16
For example, in 1860 President Brigham Young taught, “Jesus
was appointed, from the beginning, to die for our redemption, and he
suffered an excruciating death on the cross.”17 President John Taylor
taught that Christ was “crucified . . . to open up the way of life and salvation, that man might attain to exaltation,”18 and President Wilford
Woodruff said that the “Lord Jesus Christ . . . died as a ransom for
the sins of the world.”19
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Recent Church leaders have continued this emphasis. President
Gordon B. Hinckley stated that through “the offering of His life
on Calvary’s Hill, [Christ] expiated the sins of mankind, relieving
us from the burden of sin if we will forsake evil and follow Him.”20
President Thomas S. Monson said that Jesus “died upon the cross
to redeem all mankind.”21 President Russell M. Nelson exhorted,
“Remember the Savior upon the cross suffering from the sins of the
world.”22 Such quotations indicate a consistent focus by Church leaders on the atoning efficacy of Christ’s death.
None of the foregoing is intended to diminish the importance of
the Savior’s salvific suffering in Gethsemane. Christ’s suffering during his Crucifixion and in Gethsemane should not be held in competition. Rather, I am simply identifying emphases within the scriptures and the teachings of modern Church leaders. In the scriptures,
as well as from Brigham Young to the present, leaders have more
frequently placed emphasis on Christ’s death than on Gethsemane
when discussing our redemption from sin. I now turn to the topic of
this study, which is to consider what Joseph Smith taught about these
important subjects.

Methodology
As stated previously, to identify what Smith taught and revealed
about Gethsemane and Christ’s Crucifixion, I examined three corpora: (1) the revelations received by Smith and canonized in the
Doctrine and Covenants, (2) the adjustments he made in his inspired
translation of the Bible, and (3) Smith’s teachings and writings.
In terms of the methodology used to identify relevant passages in
the Doctrine and Covenants, I performed an electronic search looking specifically for words related to Christ’s sufferings in Gethsemane
as well as his death.23 In addition to searching for explicit words
such as Gethsemane or Calvary, I also searched related words such
as bleed or death.24 Some passages were ambiguous in their meaning.
For example, in Doctrine and Covenants 38:4, Christ speaks of “the
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virtue of the blood which I have spilt.” This could allude to suffering
in Gethsemane that caused Christ to “bleed at every pore” (Doctrine
and Covenants 19:18; see Mosiah 3:7; Luke 22:44) or to “the blood of
his cross” (Colossians 1:20; see John 19:34; Hebrews 13:11–12; Alma
34:11–13; 3 Nephi 9:19). Although the scriptures indicate that the
shedding of blood is a reference to death,25 in order to avoid any bias
toward the Crucifixion, I excluded passages about blood from this
study if they were not explicit regarding location.26
To identify passages from the Joseph Smith Translation that
might have bearing on Gethsemane or Calvary, I analyzed the New
Testament verses identified in previous research as specifically relating to the salvific power of Gethsemane and the cross.27 In addition, I
examined the Joseph Smith Translation of narrative passages regarding the events of Gethsemane and Calvary.
To identify additional teachings from Joseph Smith regarding
Gethsemane and Christ’s Crucifixion I searched the Joseph Smith
Papers website for a wide variety of relevant terms.28 Statements that
were clearly from Joseph Smith, authorized scribes, and unsigned
editorials for publications of which Joseph Smith was the editor were
all included in this study.29

The Doctrine and Covenants30
Revelations about Gethsemane
A revelation likely dictated in the summer of 1829 provides the
clearest canonized description of Christ suffering for our sins in
Gethsemane. In this revelation the Savior says, “I, God, have suffered these things for all, that they might not suffer if they would
repent; but if they would not repent they must suffer even as I; which
suffering caused myself, even God, the greatest of all, to tremble because of pain, and to bleed at every pore, and to suffer both body and
spirit—and would that I might not drink the bitter cup, and shrink”
(Doctrine and Covenants 19:16–18).
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While this revelation does not use the word Gethsemane, the
statement “bleed at every pore” echoes Luke 22:44 (“his sweat was
as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground”), and the
statement “would that I might not drink the bitter cup” alludes to
Matthew 26:39 (“if it be possible, let this cup pass from me”). These
New Testament connections likely indicate that the revelation is connected to Christ’s suffering in Gethsemane.31 Although Joseph Smith
did not refer to these verses in his later teachings or writings, one
or more verses from Doctrine and Covenants 19:16–18 have been
quoted in general conference more than 120 times, illustrating their
significant impact.32 Aside from Doctrine and Covenants 19:16–18,
there are no other explicit references to Gethsemane in the Doctrine
and Covenants, perhaps a surprising finding given the emphasis that
many Church members place on Gethsemane.

Revelations about the Crucifixion
At least fifteen revelations given to Joseph Smith in the Doctrine
and Covenants refer to Christ’s death. In one instance, Joseph Smith
received a revelation that mentions those who “denied the Only
Begotten Son of the Father, having crucified him unto themselves”
(Doctrine and Covenants 76:35). Four instances record the voice of
Jesus Christ describing himself in a manner connected to his death,
but not explicitly stating that he atoned for our sins in his Crucifixion.
For example, on one occasion he said, “Behold the wounds which
pierced my side, and also the prints of the nails in my hands and feet”
(Doctrine and Covenants 6:37; see 45:4, 52). Christ’s invitation to behold his wounds may remind us that he is our atoning Savior. On
another occasion Jesus Christ appeared in a vision to Joseph Smith
and Oliver Cowdery and identified himself, saying, “I am the first and
the last; I am he who liveth, I am he who was slain; I am your advocate with the Father” (Doctrine and Covenants 110:4). Although this
instance does not provide a direct statement about Christ atoning for
our sins on the cross, it does provide a powerful connection between
Christ’s death and his role as our Savior and advocate.
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Eight revelations received by Joseph Smith, which were later canonized in the Doctrine and Covenants, explicitly connect the death
of Jesus Christ with salvation from sin:
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

“The Lord your Redeemer suffered death in the flesh;
wherefore he suffered the pain of all men, that all men
might repent and come unto him” (18:11).
“He was crucified, died, and rose again the third day . . .
that as many as would believe and be baptized in his holy
name, and endure in faith to the end, should be saved”
(20:23, 25).
“Jesus was crucified . . . for the sins of the world, yea, for the
remission of sins” (21:9).
“I am Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who was crucified for
the sins of the world” (35:2).
“Jesus Christ . . . was crucified for the sins of the world”
(46:13).
“I, the Lord . . . was crucified for the sins of the world” (53:2).
“Thus saith the Lord, . . . even he who was crucified for the
sins of the world” (54:1).
“Jesus [came] to be crucified for the world, and to bear the
sins of the world” (76:41).

In addition, two revelations to Joseph Smith in the Doctrine and
Covenants focus on the connection between the death of Christ and
our resurrection, or being brought to Christ:
•
•

“He hath risen again from the dead, that he might bring
all men unto him, on conditions of repentance” (18:12).
“For all the rest shall be brought forth by the resurrection
of the dead, through the triumph and glory of the Lamb,
who was slain” (76:39).

The revelations received by the Prophet Joseph Smith and published in the Doctrine and Covenants clearly emphasize the atoning
sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Only one passage describes his suffering in
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the Garden of Gethsemane and at least fifteen passages discuss his
death on the cross of Calvary.

The Joseph Smith Translation
The Garden of Gethsemane
The Joseph Smith Translation (JST) makes two interesting changes
with respect to Christ’s sufferings in Gethsemane, although neither impacts its saving significance. KJV Mark 14:33–34 states that
Christ “taketh with him Peter and James and John, and began to be
sore amazed, and to be very heavy; and saith unto them, My soul is
exceeding sorrowful unto death: tarry ye here, and watch.” The parallel Joseph Smith Translation states, “The disciples began to be sore
amazed, and to be very heavy, and to complain in their hearts, wondering if this be the Messiah. And Jesus knowing their hearts, said to
his disciples, Sit ye here, while I shall pray. And he taketh with him,
Peter, and James, and John, and rebuked them, and said unto them,
my soul is exceeding sorrowful, even unto death; tarry ye here and
watch” (JST Mark 14:36–38). Thus, while in both versions Christ
states that his soul is “exceeding sorrowful,” the JST alters the
phrases “sore amazed” and “very heavy” to describe the disciples.
This change takes a Markan passage emphasizing Christ’s mortality and shifts it to a high Christology passage in the JST by moving
the human feelings of amazement and heaviness from Christ to his
disciples.33
The other Gethsemane passage with a significant JST revision
is Luke 22:44.34 The KJV declares, “Being in an agony he prayed
more earnestly: and his sweat was as it were great drops of blood
falling down to the ground.” The JST changes this slightly to be “he
sweat as it were great drops of blood,” perhaps shifting the emphasis from sweat to blood. Robert J. Matthews commented on this
JST revision as follows: “This change tends to place the emphasis
on the blood as such, instead of on the sweat that was ‘as blood.’
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In one instance sweat is the subject; in the other, it is the action
brought about by the Savior’s agony.”35 Even with the Joseph Smith
Translation, the phrase “as it were” leaves it unclear whether Christ
literally bled; however, restoration scripture and latter-day prophets have clarified this issue (for example, Doctrine and Covenants
19:16–18, as described above). These two JST revisions to Christ’s
recorded experience in Gethsemane are valuable but do not significantly influence our understanding of the atoning power of
Gethsemane.

The Crucifixion
Within the narratives of Christ’s Crucifixion, the JST revisions do
not alter our view of Calvary’s soteriological significance. In KJV
Matthew 27:44, both thieves mock the Savior; however, in JST
Matthew 27:47–48 only one thief does so, with the other crying to
Jesus to be saved—similar to what takes place in Luke 23:42–43.36
This request suggests that the thief believes not only that Christ will
return as king but also that his Crucifixion has saving power.
Another interesting revision occurs regarding Christ’s statement
“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).37
JST Luke 23:35 adds a clarifying phrase—“meaning the soldiers who
crucified him”—to make it clear who was the object of Christ’s forgiveness, as well as the fact that they were being forgiven for the act
of crucifying him.
A third revision of note occurs in the final statement Christ
makes in Matthew’s account. In the KJV, as Christ “yielded up the
ghost,” he “cried again with a loud voice” (Matthew 27:50), but no
mention is made of what he said. The Joseph Smith Translation adds
an additional statement made in the loud voice, stating, “Jesus, when
he had cried again with a loud voice, saying, Father it is finished, thy will
is done, yielded up the ghost” (JST Matthew 27:50).38 The phrase “thy
will is done,” if connected to the Savior’s cry in Gethsemane—“O my
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Father, if this cup may not pass away from me, except I drink it, thy
will be done” (Matthew 26:42)—could indicate that at least part of the
cup the Savior referred to in Gethsemane was what would occur on
the cross.
Throughout the remaining New Testament JST revisions, only
minor changes are made to the references regarding Christ’s Cruci
fixion, none of which have theological relevance to the event.39 The
most significant JST changes regarding Christ’s Crucifixion occur
not in the New Testament but in Joseph’s translation of Genesis 1–8,
later canonized in the Pearl of Great Price. In Moses 7:45, “[Enoch]
cried unto the Lord, saying: . . . When shall the blood of the Righteous
be shed, that all they that mourn may be sanctified and have eternal
life?” In response to this question, the Lord showed Enoch “the day of
the coming of the Son of Man, even in the flesh; and his soul rejoiced,
saying: The Righteous is lifted up, and the Lamb is slain” (Moses 7:47).
A few verses later, the Lord qualifies the phrases “the Righteous,”
“the Lamb,” and “lifted up,” showing to Enoch “the Son of Man lifted
up on the cross, after the manner of men” (Moses 7:55). This removes
any ambiguity as to the meaning of the phrases. These verses make
it clear that the phrase “the blood of the Righteous be shed” equates
with Christ’s being “lifted up on the cross.” In other words, Christ’s
Crucifixion is the answer to Enoch’s earlier question “When shall
the blood of the Righteous be shed, that all they that mourn may be
sanctified and have eternal life?”
An additional (although not explicit) reference to the Crucifixion
occurs in Moses 5:5, 7, in which Adam and Eve were commanded to
“offer the firstlings of their flocks . . . [in] similitude of the sacrifice
of the Only Begotten of the Father.” The death of the animal typifies the death of Jesus Christ, the firstling of the Father’s “flock” of
children. As will be demonstrated later in this paper, Joseph Smith
clearly viewed these earlier animal sacrifices as foreshadowings of
Christ’s death.
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The Teachings and Writings of Joseph Smith
References to Gethsemane
Aside from the Doctrine and Covenants and Joseph Smith Trans
lation, Joseph Smith did not make any specific references to Christ’s
suffering for our sins in the Garden of Gethsemane.40 I have not been
able to identify a time Joseph Smith used the word Gethsemane,41
but he did use garden in reference to Gethsemane on one occasion.
In a sermon given on 27 August 1843, Joseph Smith used Christ in
Gethsemane as an example of not setting limits on our willingness to
obey God’s commandments. Smith said we should view “the son of
God as saying it behooveth me to fulfil all righteousness also in the
garden saying if it be possible let this cup pass from me. Nevertheless
thy will be done.”42

References to Christ’s Crucifixion
Utilizing the methodology previously described, I located thirtyfour statements by Joseph Smith regarding the Crucifixion of Jesus
Christ.43 In two instances, the word crucified was used as an adjective
to describe the Savior when Joseph Smith said, “Preach Christ and
him crucified,” echoing the words of 1 Corinthians 2:2. For example,
Joseph Smith once said, “Go in all meekness in sobriety and preach
Jesus Christ & him crucified not to contend with others on the account of their faith or systems of religion but pursue a steady course.”44
On five occasions, Joseph Smith spoke of Christ’s Crucifixion briefly
or in passing. For example, on one occasion he paraphrased Acts 2:37
and 3:17, saying, “Several days after the people asked what shall we
do, Peter says, I would ye had done it ignorantly speaking of crucifying the Lord.”45
Five passages could not easily be categorized but were significant
nevertheless. For example, Joseph Smith used Christ’s Crucifixion to
instruct the members of the Quorum of the Twelve in a letter written
4 August 1835. He wrote, “Remember that Christ was crucified, and
you are sent out to be special witnesses of this thing.”46
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Another interesting reference occurs in the minutes of an 1842
Relief Society meeting when Joseph Smith talked about Christ’s
example of love while on the cross: “Nothing is so much calculated to
lead people to forsake sin as to take them by the hand and watch over
them with tenderness. . . . The nearer we get to our heavenly Father,
the more are we disposed to look with compassion on perishing
souls.”47 The minutes next record that Joseph Smith “then referred
[those present] to the conduct of the Savior when he was taken and
crucified.”48
On 11 June 1843 Joseph Smith gave a sermon in which he
expounded on “the sayings of Jesus (when on the cross) to the thief,
saying this day shalt thou be with me in Paradise.”49 Joseph Smith, in
discussing the meaning of the word paradise, said, “There is nothing
in the original word in Greek from which this was taken, that signifies paradise, but it was this day thou shalt be with me in the world of
Spirits, then I will teach you all about it, and answer your inquiries.”50
It is interesting to note that while Joseph Smith makes it clear that
the penitent thief will not automatically be saved, he does rephrase
the Savior’s words to indicate that the Savior would personally attend
to the thief in the spirit world. Such a gracious act, in the midst of the
pain Christ was experiencing on the cross creates a powerful lesson
of extending love and mercy to others even when we ourselves are
hurting.
In addition to the previous quotations, two specific themes
deserve discussion—the wickedness of those who crucified Christ
and the fact that Christ was crucified for the sins of the world. There
are also two specific statements regarding the shedding of blood and
the fundamental principles of our religion that merit special attention. The following sections address those themes and statements.

The wickedness of those who crucified Christ
The most common theme surrounding Joseph Smith’s discussion of
Christ’s Crucifixion was the wickedness of those who crucified Christ.
There are eleven passages with this theme, most commonly in the
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context of how some people in Joseph Smith’s day had the same spirit
of hostility as Christ’s persecutors had in his day. While not theologically relevant in terms of Christ’s Atonement, it is nevertheless interesting to see how Joseph and early Saints used the term crucifixion.
For example, in 1841 Joseph related an experience when “a number of
men commenced abusing me in every way possible. They spit upon
me, pointed their fingers at me saying ‘Prophesy, prophesy’ and thus
did they follow the example of those who crucified our Savior not
knowing what they did.”51 In 1844 he said that people in his day were
as corrupt as those who crucified Christ and that if Christ “were here
today and should preach the same doctrine he did then, why they
would crucify him.”52 Similarly, he said later in the same year, “When
a man begins to be an enemy, he hunts me. They seek to kill me; they
thirst for my blood; they never cease. He has the same spirit that they
had who crucified the Lord of Life: the same spirit that sins against
the Holy Ghost.”53 While perhaps not theologically significant, they
may indicate the personal connection Joseph felt with Christ.

The Crucifixion for the sins of the world
A key principle found in nine passages from Joseph Smith is that
Jesus Christ was crucified for the sins of the world. One significant
example of this statement comes as Joseph records the words of Jesus
Christ in his 1832 account of the First Vision. Joseph wrote, “The
Lord opened the heavens upon me and I saw the Lord. And he spake
unto me, saying, ‘Joseph, my son, thy sins are forgiven thee. Go thy
way, walk in my statutes, and keep my commandments. Behold, I am
the Lord of glory. I was crucified for the world, that all those who believe on my name may have eternal life.’”54 Thus in his earliest written
account of the First Vision, Joseph Smith shared the important detail
that Christ introduced himself as one who offers redemption because
of his Crucifixion. This is consistent with other introductions of the
Savior in the Book of Mormon and Doctrine and Covenants (for example, 3 Nephi 11:14; Doctrine and Covenants 53:2).
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Similar statements are found in blessings given by the prophet.
When ordaining Oliver Cowdery to an office, Joseph said, “In the
name of Jesus Christ who died was crucified for the sins of the world,
I lay my hands upon thee, and ordain thee . . .”55 This strikethrough of
died appears in the original text. Its replacement with “was crucified”
may not be significant, but it perhaps illustrates how in some cases
at least “death” for Smith and other early Saints specifically meant
“crucifixion.”
In four separate instances Joseph referred to scriptures that
describe Christ dying for the sins of humanity. One example comes
from Romans 5:10, which states, “For if, when we were enemies, we
were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, being
reconciled, we shall be saved by his life.”
A second example provides Joseph’s commentary on his inspired
translation. In a letter written on 16 November 1835, he alludes
to Moses 7:47 and writes, “God clearly manifested to Enoch, the
redemption which he prepared, by offering the Messiah as a Lamb
slain from before the foundation of the world: by virtue of the same,
the glorious resurrection of the Savior, and the resurrection of all the
human family.”56 In this instance, Joseph Smith connects redemption
with the “Lamb slain,” indicating that the death of Jesus Christ was
the key component in Christ’s Atonement.
On two separate occasions Joseph used or paraphrased Reve
lation 5:9. On one occasion he said, “The Lamb was worthy to take
the book, and to open its seals; because he was slain, and had by his
blood redeemed them out of every kindred and tongue, and people,
and nation.”57 Another instance of his use of Revelation 5:9 will be
discussed more fully below.

The shedding of blood
As explained above, references to the atoning blood of Christ were
excluded from this study as it is unclear whether they referred to
bleeding in Gethsemane or on the cross (or both). A specific example
of this ambiguity, provided in the introduction, is the phrase “perfect
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atonement through the shedding of his own blood.” In some instances,
however, Joseph connected Christ’s blood to his Crucifixion. As
stated previously, Joseph pronounced a blessing on Oliver Cowdery
in the name of “Jesus Christ of Nazareth, who was crucified for the
sins of the world, that we through the virtue of his blood might come
to the Father.”58 In at least two other instances, Joseph unmistakably
equated the phrase “blood shed” with death.59
An unsigned letter from “The Elders of the church in Kirtland”
(of whom Joseph Smith was one) to “Their brethren abroad” provides
significant insight on the phrase “shedding of blood.”60 The letter
states, “God . . . prepared a sacrifice in the gift of his own Son which
should be sent in due time, in his own wisdom, to prepare a way,
or open a door through which man might enter into his presence,
from whence he had been cast for disobedience.”61 What is meant by
this sacrifice? The letter next contrasts sacrifices offered by Abel and
Cain:
By faith in this atonement or plan of redemption, Abel offered
to God a sacrifice that was accepted, which was the firstlings
of the flock. Cain offered of the fruit of the ground, and was
not accepted, because he could not do it in faith: he could
have no faith, or could not exercise faith contrary to the plan
of heaven. It must be the shedding of the blood of the Only
Begotten to atone for man; for this was the plan of redemption; and without the shedding of blood was no remission;
and as the sacrifice was instituted for a type, by which man
was to discern the great Sacrifice which God had prepared; to
offer a sacrifice contrary to that, no faith could be exercised,
because redemption was not purchased in that way, nor the
power of atonement instituted after that order.62

The connection between the phrase “shedding of the blood of
the Only Begotten to atone for man” with Abel’s sacrifice of the first
animal to come from his flock indicates that in this passage, Christ’s
atoning blood is speaking of his death. The letter continues:

Courtesy of BYU's Religious Studies Center and Deseret Book

Joseph Smith, Gethsemane, and the Crucifixion

319

Certainly, the shedding of the blood of a beast could be beneficial to no man, except it was done in imitation, or as a type,
or explanation of what was to be offered through the gift of
God himself; and this performance done with an eye looking forward in faith on the power of that great Sacrifice for
a remission of sins. . . . The ordinance or institution of offering blood in sacrifice, was only designed to be performed till
Christ was offered up and shed his blood.63

After clearly relating animal sacrifice (which involves the death
of the animal) to the shedding of Christ’s blood, the letter speaks
about the Resurrection and how the ancients knew of the coming of
Christ. Toward the end of the letter, Revelation 5:9 (briefly discussed
above) is paraphrased: “The Lamb . . . was slain, and had by his blood
redeemed them out of every kindred and tongue, and people, and
nation.” Consistently, this letter connects the shedding of Christ’s
blood with his death, and no other event. This, along with Joseph’s
other statements equating the shedding of blood with death may provide important interpretative insight into scriptural passages regarding the blood of Christ.

The fundamental principles
Joseph Smith declared, “The fundamental principles of our religion
are the testimony of the Apostles and Prophets, concerning Jesus
Christ, that He died, was buried, and rose again the third day, and
ascended into heaven; and all other things which pertain to our religion are only appendages to it.”64 In this brief statement Joseph identified the death of Christ as being one of the “fundamental principles”
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. This statement
has been quoted in general conference more than a dozen times and
used in many other church publications.65 It is notable that it mentions Christ’s death and Resurrection but omits any mention of
Gethsemane.
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Conclusion
In the Doctrine and Covenants, there is one reference to Gethsemane
and fifteen references to Christ’s Crucifixion. While the JST does
not provide any doctrine-altering information about Gethsemane or
the cross, it does provide two passages that clearly teach about the
salvific nature of Christ’s Crucifixion and none about the expiation
of sins in Gethsemane. With respect to the teachings and writings of
Joseph Smith there is one reference to the Savior in Gethsemane (although not about his atoning for our sins) and thirty-four references
to Christ’s Crucifixion, nine of which refer to its saving power.
The purpose of this research is not to undermine the importance
or significance of Christ’s experience in Gethsemane but rather to
shed light on what Joseph Smith taught regarding Christ’s sufferings
in Gethsemane and his death on Calvary. In contrast with the statement from the Encyclopedia of Mormonism cited in the introduction,
the teachings and revelations of Joseph Smith give Christ’s death on
the cross the primary locus of soteriological significance. Smith’s
teachings, combined with scriptural teachings and the words of later
Church leaders make it clear that Christ’s death on the cross was
distinctly different from every other victim of crucifixion. Jesus “was
crucified for the sins of the world” (Doctrine and Covenants 46:13). The
teachings and revelations of the Prophet Joseph Smith clearly teach
the centrality of the Crucifixion in the Atonement of Jesus Christ.
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-relief-society-minute-book/59; spelling and punctuation modernized.
“Nauvoo Relief Society Minute Book, June 9, 1842,” p. 62.
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Jesus Christ of Nazareth, who was crucified for the sins of the world, that
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July 1843],” p. 1523, The Joseph Smith Papers, https://josephsmithpapers
.org/paper-summary/history-1838-1856-volume-d-1-1-august-1842-1
-july-1843/166.
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p. 7 [addenda], The Joseph Smith Papers, https://josephsmithpapers
.org/paper-summary/history-1838-1856-volume-a-1-23-december-1805-30
-august-1834/566.
The historical introduction to this document on the Joseph Smith Papers
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p. [143].
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